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Unpaid Internships Are a Barrier to Diverse and
Equitable Recruitment in Marine Science

By Abigail M. Kreuser, Ana L. Bishop, and Erin L. Meyer-Gutbrod

Unpaid internships provide opportuni-
ties for students and early career individ-
uals to gain work experience in a field of
their interest. In lieu of payment for their
labor, interns are compensated by gaining
deeper knowledge of the field or indus-
try as well as networking opportunities.
Completing an unpaid work experience is
nearly unavoidable for early career indi-
viduals to gain the experience required to
stand out within a competitive, passion-
driven field (Bailey et al., 2022).

Unpaid positions can be an exclusion-
ary point for people from non-affluent
socioeconomic backgrounds, and the
stress experienced from a lack of finan-
cial and professional support can lead to
individuals exiting the field in the early
stages of their career. Unpaid internships
impede diverse recruitment and contrib-
ute to the overwhelming lack of diver-
sity in the ocean sciences (Bernard and
Cooperdock, 2018, Figure 1). Adequately
compensating individuals entering the
field for their work would increase diver-
sity in entry level positions and pro-
mote the development of early career
researchers. These individuals would be
more likely to advance into higher level,
permanent positions, thereby improv-
ing diversity in all career levels through-
out marine science (Fournier et al., 2019;
Osiecka et al., 2022).

UNPAID POSITIONS

REMAIN UBIQUITOUS

In fields such as marine science, early
career researchers have long faced
intense competition for limited posi-
tions, and institutions have been able to

capitalize on the many eager applicants
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to supply the unpaid workforce. In 2001,
33% of the entry level job positions listed
on the Texas A&M wildlife and fisher-
ies science job board were unpaid or
volunteer (Whitaker, 2003). Nearly two
decades later, in a 2019 survey of environ-
mental job boards, 27% were classified
as underpaid, with stipends and wages
below the minimum wage (Jensen et al.,
2021). Of the positions listed that would
be suitable for early career job seekers in
marine science, 55% were unpaid, with
nonprofits and private companies posting
the majority of unpaid listings (Osiecka
et al., 2021). In the United States and
Europe, looking exclusively at entry level
positions offered by universities and gov-
ernment organizations, unpaid positions
comprised 28.6% and 33.3%, respectively
(Osiecka et al., 2021).

CONSEQUENCES AND
IMPLICATIONS OF UNPAID
INTERNSHIPS

In a town hall discussion at the 2022
Ocean Sciences Meeting, members of The
Oceanography Society identified gate-
keeping as the largest barrier to diversi-
fying the ocean sciences (Meyer-Gutbrod
et al,, 2023). Meyer-Gutbrod et al. (2023)
define gatekeeping as “a system of implicit
or explicit cultural and institutional con-
straints to and requirements for entry into
a field” Unpaid internships are an exam-
ple of gatekeeping in the ocean sciences.
Internships can carry a large financial
burden, including living expenses, gear
and clothing required for a position, med-
ical insurance, health care, and potentially
dependent care. These positions are often
seasonal or temporary, and even if onsite

housing is provided, participants must
often travel and maintain more permanent
housing elsewhere. Unpaid full-time posi-
tions typically do not provide enough time
for another paid job to be maintained and
generate a livable income, thereby limit-
ing the possibility for interns to self-fund
their experiences. This type of economic
gatekeeping hinders the advancement of
a diverse group of candidates in the field,
and studies show that these barriers most
directly exclude minority groups includ-
ing BIPOC, members of the LGBTQ+
community, and those with disabilities
(Morales et al., 2020; Wanelik et al., 2020;
Jensen et al., 2021; Osiecka et al., 2021).

Unpaid internships in marine science
can lead to undervaluing labor through-
out the workforce hierarchy. One con-
sequence of this practice is that fund-
ing agencies may underestimate the
actual cost of a project because the con-
tributions of unpaid interns are not con-
sidered (Whitaker, 2003; Siebert and
Wilson, 2013; Fournier and Bond, 2015).
Similarly, it can be more difficult for
researchers to argue for increased fund-
ing to host paid positions or increase
wages of existing positions if the hours
contributed by unpaid interns are not
figured into total project costs. As a
result, the researchers may need to con-
tinue to rely on unpaid labor (Fournier
and Bond, 2015).

Self-funding a full-time experience
can be very stressful, and the multi-
faceted layers of demands and expecta-
tions that early career researchers take
on are associated with significant men-
tal health impacts, including depres-
sion, anxiety, panic attacks, and burnout



(Andrews et al., 2020; Osiecka et al,
2022). Whitaker (2003) described how
this pressure develops with regard to
financial strain: “These individuals [new
members trying to enter the field] felt
obliged to suffer in silence lest they dimin-
ish their supervisor’s perception of their
constitution, work ethic, and motiva-
tions, thereby sparing supervisors the
unpleasant burden of knowing the hard-
ship their understudies were suffering”
More than 20 years later, the critique of
unpaid work in the field of environmen-
tal sciences remains the same. Although
Whitaker was not addressing the lack of
diversity in the field due to unpaid full-
time work, the culture of silence that has
been fostered within the field, coupled
with interns’ need to maintain good rep-
utations, creates a harmful fear of self-
advocacy that demands attention.

Unpaid internships are often rational-
ized as investments for future career suc-
cess, but they are not always the gate-
way they are purported to be (Figure 1).
In wildlife-related positions, there was
no significant relationship between indi-
viduals who completed multiple unpaid
positions and future success in the field,
while holding paid positions was pos-
itively correlated with future success
(Bailey et al., 2022). Paid positions in
early career stages are more likely to help
individuals achieve paid, permanent, or
graduate school positions three to five
years later in their careers (Fournier et al.,
2019; Bailey et al., 2022).

CONCLUSION

Providing equitable opportunities for
early career researchers to gain experience
through internships and course work is
essential for retaining people from under-
represented groups in the field of marine
science (Beltran et al., 2020; Jensen et al.,
2021). Increasing diversity at the intern
level requires paying interns at least mini-
mum wage (Jensen et al., 2021) and creat-
ing a safe work environment to relieve the
unbalanced power dynamics present in
unpaid internships (Morales et al. 2020;
Amon et al., 2022). People in permanent,
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FIGURE 1. The role the exclusionary filter of unpaid internships plays in recruiting diverse interns
into the field. Individuals without high levels of financial support, indicated by light blue, are less
likely to participate in unpaid internships and leave the field due to financial and emotional strain.
This results in a disproportionate number of financially privileged candidates gaining experience
that helps them to advance into paid, permanent positions.

senior positions have a responsibility to
allocate funding for internship positions
for early career researchers with lim-
ited experience. It is imperative that we
reduce or eliminate unpaid internships in
marine science to help build a more equi-
table, diverse, and inclusive field.

REFERENCES

Amon, D.J.,, Z. Filander, L. Harris, and H. Harden-
Davies. 2022. Safe working environments are key
to improving inclusion in open-ocean, deep-ocean,
and high-seas science. Marine Policy 137:104947,
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.marpol.2021104947.

Andrews, E.J., S. Harper, T. Cashion, J. Palacios-
Abrantes, J. Blythe, J. Daly, S. Eger, C. Hoover,
N. Talloni-Alvarez, L. Teh, and others. 2020.
Supporting early career researchers: Insights from
interdisciplinary marine scientists. ICES Journal
of Marine Science 77(2):476—485, https://doi.org/
10.1093/icesjms/fsz247.

Bailey, K.M., K.R. Hooker, A.A. Loggins, A.D. Potash,
D.W. Hardeman, and R.A. McCleery. 2022. It
pays to get paid: Factors influencing wildlife-

related employment success. Wildlife Society
Bulletin 46(1):e1252, https://doi.org/10.1002/
wsb.1252.

Beltran, R.S., E. Marnocha, A. Race, D.A. Croll,

G.H. Dayton, and E.S. Zavaleta. 2020. Field
courses narrow demographic achievement gaps

in ecology and evolutionary biology. Ecology and
Evolution 10(12):5,184-5,196, https://doi.org/10.1002/
ece3.6300.

Bernard, R.E., and E.H.G. Cooperdock. 2018.

No progress on diversity in 40 years. Nature
Geoscience 11:292-295, https://doi.org/10.1038/
541561-018-0116-6.

Fournier, AAMV,, and A.L. Bond. 2015. Volunteer field
technicians are bad for wildlife ecology. Wildlife
Society Bulletin 39(4):819-821, https://doi.org/
10.1002/wsb.603.

Fournier, AMV,, A.J. Holford, A.L. Bond, and
M.A. Leighton. 2019. Unpaid work and access to
science professions. PLoS ONE 14(6):e0217032,
https://doi.org/101371/journal.pone.0217032.

Jensen, A.J., S.P. Bombaci, L.C. Gigliotti, S.N. Harris,
C.J. Marneweck, M.S. Muthersbaugh, B.A. Newman,
S.L. Rodriguez, E.A. Saldo, K.E. Shute, and others.
2021. Attracting diverse students to field experi-
ences requires adequate pay, flexibility, and inclu-
sion. BioScience 71(7):757-770, https://doi.org/
10.1093/biosci/biab039.

Early Online Release | Ocmnajm/n/z)/


https://doi.org/10.1016/j.marpol.2021.104947
https://doi.org/10.1093/icesjms/fsz247
https://doi.org/10.1093/icesjms/fsz247
https://doi.org/10.1002/wsb.1252
https://doi.org/10.1002/wsb.1252
https://doi.org/10.1002/ece3.6300
https://doi.org/10.1002/ece3.6300
https://doi.org/10.1038/s41561-018-0116-6
https://doi.org/10.1038/s41561-018-0116-6
https://doi.org/10.1002/wsb.603
https://doi.org/10.1002/wsb.603
https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0217032
https://doi.org/10.1093/biosci/biab039
https://doi.org/10.1093/biosci/biab039

Meyer-Gutbrod, E.L., J.J. Pierson, and M. Behl. 2023.
Community perspectives on justice, equity, diver-
sity, and inclusion in ocean sciences: A town
hall discussion. Oceanography 36(1):67-73,
https://doi.org/10.5670/oceanog.2023.106.

Morales, N., K.B. O’'Connell, S. McNulty, A. Berkowitz,
G. Bowser, M. Giamellaro, and M.N. Miriti. 2020.
Promoting inclusion in ecological field expe-
riences: Examining and overcoming barriers
to a professional rite of passage. Bulletin of
the Ecological Society of America 101(4):1-10,
https://www.jstor.org/stable/26933711.

Osiecka, A.N., S. Quer, A. Wrébel, and K. Osiecka-
Brzeska. 2021. Unpaid work in marine science:

A snapshot of the early-career job market. Frontiers
in Marine Science 8:690163, https://doi.org/
10.3389/fmars.2021.690163.

Osiecka, A.N., A. Wrébel, I.-W. Hendricks, and
K. Osiecka-Brzeska. 2022. Being ECR in marine
science: Results of a survey among early-career
marine scientists and conservationists. Frontiers in
Marine Science 9:835692, https://doi.org/10.3389/
fmars.2022.835692.

Siebert, S., and F. Wilson. 2013. All work and no
pay: Consequences of unpaid work in the cre-
ative industries. Work, Employment and
Society 27(4):711-721, https://doi.org/10.1177/
0950017012474708.

Wanelik, K.M., J.S. Griffin, M.L. Head, F.C. Ingleby, and
Z. Lewis. 2020. Breaking barriers? Ethnicity and
socioeconomic background impact on early career
progression in the fields of ecology and evolu-
tion. Ecology and Evolution 10(14):6,870-6,880,
https://doi.org/101002/ece3.6423.

Whitaker, D.M. 2003. The use of full-time volunteers
and interns by natural-resource professionals.
Conservation Biology 17(1):330-333, https://doi.org/
10.1046/j1523-1739.2003.01503.x.

AUTHORS

Abigail M. Kreuser (akreuser@seoe.sc.edu) is a
PhD student in marine science at the University of
South Carolina, Columbia, SC, USA. Ana L. Bishop
(ana.bishop@duke.edu) is a Master of Environmental
Management student with a concentration in coastal
environmental management at Duke University,
Durham, NC, USA. Erin L. Meyer-Gutbrod is
Assistant Professor, School of the Earth, Ocean,

and Environment, University of South Carolina,
Columbia, SC, USA.

ARTICLE CITATION

Kreuser, AM., A.L. Bishop, and E.L. Meyer-Gutbrod.
2023. Unpaid internships are a barrier to diverse
and equitable recruitment in marine science.
Oceanography, https://doi.org/10.5670/oceanog.
2023.201.

COPYRIGHT & USAGE

This is an open access article made available under
the terms of the Creative Commons Attribution 4.0
International License (https://creativecommons.org/
licenses/by/4.0/), which permits use, sharing, adapta-
tion, distribution, and reproduction in any medium or
format as long as users cite the materials appropri-
ately, provide a link to the Creative Commons license,
and indicate the changes that were made to the
original content.

05mnajm/0/1)/ | Early Online Release


https://doi.org/10.5670/oceanog.2023.106
https://www.jstor.org/stable/26933711
https://doi.org/10.3389/fmars.2021.690163
https://doi.org/10.3389/fmars.2021.690163
https://doi.org/10.3389/fmars.2022.835692
https://doi.org/10.3389/fmars.2022.835692
https://doi.org/10.1177/0950017012474708
https://doi.org/10.1177/0950017012474708
https://doi.org/10.1002/ece3.6423
https://doi.org/10.1046/j.1523-1739.2003.01503.x
https://doi.org/10.1046/j.1523-1739.2003.01503.x
mailto:akreuser%40seoe.sc.edu?subject=
mailto:ana.bishop%40duke.edu?subject=
https://doi.org/10.5670/oceanog.2023.201
https://doi.org/10.5670/oceanog.2023.201
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/

